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Method

My topic is active learning and the National History Day Program

(NHDP). The purpose of the NHDP, which involved over 300,000 students

in 1989, is to promote student competency and interest in carrying out

original research while improving student achievement and critical

thinking skills. Students select a topic related to an annual theme.

They then find, analyze, interpret and organize data, relate the data

to an historical context, and develop a presentation on that topic in

one of four areas: paper, group/individual project, group/individual

media, or group/individual performance. Depending on how successful

the students are at regional and state competitions, the program lasts

from six to nine months and culminates in state winners competing at

the national level, in June, at the University of Maryland.

I interviewed one high school teacher who has been involved in

the Program for nine years and who last year had national winners. I also

interviewed one student, from a different school, who was involved in

the Program for the first time this year (1990). She is a junior in

high school. The teacher and student participated in three, ninety minute

interviews. The first interview Historical and Biographical concen-

trated on the participants' backgrounds up to the time of their involvement

in the NHDP. The second interview the Present focused on the details

of the participants' experiences in the NHDP. The third interview -

the Meaning asked the participants what their experiences in the NHDP

mean to them.

In terms of my topic, I have selected the most pertinent parts of

3



2.

the interviews. Ellipses indicate edits of repetitions, pauses or words.

The student's words are in italics.

In Their.iWords

The Present

It means a lot of work because I'm right in the middle now of getting
kids ready for state competition. It means dealing with students on a
different level instead of, you know, just a teacher in a classroom
situation. You get to meet with the kids on a one to one basis which I
love, really enjoy doing. . . . I would say that getting to know some of
these students and seeing their developments, their growth in a lot of
different areas is really extra special as a teacher because that's what
you're working towards.

I've always been a teacher who felt the best way for students to learn is to
get totally involved and, you know, whether it's through group activities
where the kids are doing hands on projects or something.

. . .

I Like ani. . . . It'z /an. It'z not .eike the noamai ctazz algae you
juzt zit down and you hae to teaan zomething. You get to do zomething. . . .

1 took ani iazt yeaa and I'm taking it again thiz yeaa and next yeaa. I
don't know. It'z /Un . . . and thiz yeaa I took diumling and painting.
7hat waz /dn cauze um . . . ishe took one ol the Aketetonz laom the zcience
aoom and we &tem the 4ke.giton zo we coil& ieaan agout the gonez and ztu//. . . .

It [zuarteaLiztic painting' waz neat. I did ihiz city and it had a unicoan
aying ovea it and Lighten.ing waz coming oat o/ hiz hoanz onto the city.
It waz gaeat (imighz). I wiz 40 paoud o/ myieJL. . . I/ you'ae dAawing
zome.thing Aom yowl imagination . . . you know, you can juzt, oh ya, 4116
zuppozed to Look iike that (eaughz).

History to me has always been interesting because there are so many aspects.
It's so complex. You have to take it all apart a particular event take
all the factors that cause it to happen, then put it together again so you
can see that overall picture, and I always enj . . . liked puzzles. . .

It's always nice when the kids finally can see that whole picture from the
separate parts and not just try to memorize facts without making any
connections or anything.

The difficult thing with teaching a survey course is that you're sort of
locked into covering a certain amount of time and it is very difficult to
focus on any one topic for any length of time

. . . and so you deal with
things so superficially, that the kids don't really have a good understanding
of the cause and effect . . . and so they don't retain it as well, because
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they don't really understand it. .

To me, that i the best part about History Day students refine and
refine and refine which never happens in an ordinary classroom. You do a
[research] project, you pass it in, you get a grade and it gets back to
you and that's the end of it.

I'd aathea do thiz. Rezeaach papeAz . . . aae toaing. I hale them (taughz).
Welt, a aezeaach papea - juzt, you know - juzt a Lunch o/ woadz and
theae aae zo many 4121a 4 in the Englizh language ag.out what you can waite and
wAat you can't. . . . Well, I don't do a Lot in zchooi. . . . I don't like
any a the etazzez 4ea.eiy. . . . Nell, you juzt zit theae and they tell you
zomething and then they give you a tezt and you tell it Aight tack to them.
Eveaytody haz the 'same anzweAz (iaugh4) on the tezt ,a you did it Aight.

Backgrounds and Other Interests

I waz like hypea kid (laughz). I aan aaound all the time. I ciimted
JAWS and juzt aan emound ail the time . . . and I uzed to zwim too. We
Lived kinek heaA a pond. It waz within walking diztance zo I uzed to
zwim all the Lime in the zummea. . . . I didn't ca4e, I played outzide in
the /min and eveaything untit my mothea daagged me in. I didh't Like to
zit in the houze.

[In the] neighborhood there were a lot of children my age and we were
always outside playing something whether it was pick up softball game or
hide and seek or, you know, all those children's games that you play, ah,
paper dolls and play school and we were always doing things that used our
imagination. We'd make our own fun. We didn't have a lot of games and
things like that. . . . That was really wonderful. . . . I think it really
developed our imaginations. So, I remember being very active that way.
It wasn't sitting in the house. We were always busy doing things.

I Love my honze. hez the Lezt thing. . . . thinkz hez a peAzon. . . .

zeven yeaaz old now. He waz nevea taken away //tom hiz mothea zo he
thinkz he'z a tray too. . . . And, um, I call him Chattea Lecauze he
wiggiez hL6 lipz like he' o taying to talk. . . . I uzed io do zome jumping.
I uzed to &laze a honze and I did home jumping with hea gut the leaze
aan out and 4he wazn't up /oa leaze again altRa that Lecauze zhe waz
getting oldia and, um, zhe died in Septemtea. . . . And my hoaze now, he'4
young. he doeisn't know how to jump yet, zo we'ae going to te competing,
competing juzt, um, in a teginnea'h couaze.

I t1zink..:494and'z teen my ALV0441.te [activity/ anyway in zchooi. . . . You
'wet a iot o/ nem people. I met endlezz peopte - juzt the othea kidz
and all the digeaent inztaucto4z. . . . I mean it wao zomething nem and
aeally digeaent that I'd nevea done te/o4e. . . . In LILe geginning, it waz
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&cad. I didn't know how I got myhel/ into that - pAnctice - tAomping
tack aad 4ath aad getting hot aad hweatty and geing thiAzty like ail the
time and juht exhauhted - I mean, a/tRA paactice - juht exhauzied /oA the
1le42f o/ the day . . . juht Aad to 4leep. And, um, aftea awhile, it paid
ol/ with competiiibnh aad htull. EveAything came togethea. I Like competing.
1/ I &Led haAd, I liked competing. Like one oa two o/ them I didn't
aeally tAy and, I mean, we did good, gut I didn't AEI az good agoui it
Lecatize I knew I didn't tay ao &cad ah I could have.

I do remember I was extremely involved in extracurricular activity. . . .

See I went to a small high school. . . . We had to do everything, because
there were so few of us. So, I mean, I wasn't that terrific an athlete,
but I did play softball and I did play basketball: and participated in
other activities. And we had a girl's athletic association and I became
President of the, ah, HighY Program run through the school and the YMCA. .

I just enjoyed all those things.

When I was in high school, I did want to work with children. . . . I was
thinking more of being a Y director and when I first took courses . . .

I was actually taking courses in phys ed. . . . I left school at the end
of two years. . . . At that point in time, that's what I really wanted
to do was get married and have a family. . . . Like I said, I had left
to get married, I had my four children, got a divorce and then knew that
I would be a working woman. . . . When this happened, my mother talked to me
and she said, "You know, I always felt bad you didn't finish school. Would
you think it would be possible for you to do it with the children and every
thing?" And I said, "Gee, I don't know if I couli handle the work and then
still raise a family," because I had children when I started back, I think
my children ranged in age from thirteen to a year and a half. . . . Well,
it took me about six or seven years, I think, to do this on a parttime basis.

My husband, my exhusband at the time, was not supportive of me doing this.
In fact, you know, he kept on saying, %Thy don't you go out and get a job
if you're going to do this?" My family was very supportive and my children
were quite cooperative. My oldest child's a girl which helped & lot,
because she, you know, was old enough to help me and I think that's why she
said she'd never change a diaper again after that. She practically had to
raise the youngest one.

History Day and The Meaning

The teachea and the othea teacheAz decided that thR jdoee, that eveaygody
wah going to have to do a pAoject AA the R1.4to4y Day. It counted ah a
tezt gaade, ho we ati did one and had a, you know, a little paeheatation
in the ligAnAy. So we did ihe /Lae depaatment. . . . Both o/ uz knew
people in the .liae depaatment - hea Dad and . . . my LoyAiend, the /iaeman
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and um, 40 we did it on [name o/ town] Aiee/ighting. And it wazn't, LL
waisn't neoily that haAd Leff-lime eveeything'z 'still down Lenz that they
hod Aom the Aeginning. They have aii the Log took's and thene'4 a iot
o/ peopie anound that knew how U 4taated. . . .

We always joke about the fact that History Day is a misnomer and it
really should be History Day, not History Day, but History Year, because
it is a year long activity. Well, we start usually about the end of
September because this is about the time we assign our Fall semester projects
for our history classes. . . . I make it an optional way of doing a research
project for the Fall. They can either do this, do a family search or do
a traditional research paper. . . . I usually give them approximately three
weeks to come up with a proposal ah, what their topic would be. We
look at what the theme is for that particular year, discuss what would
be entailed, what they really have to focus in on.

OUA 4ckeduh4 aae total4 dWeeent (Laugh's). It waz haed getting the
time to 4pend on it togethea, zo theough moist 44 it we divided it, Like
you know, you'LL do JJLo and I'LL do thiz, cau.se we jUzt didn't have
time to 4pend togethee with U. . . . But, um, it waz eazien doing it togethee
I think. . . . Now 108 don't have to do a team papea. . . . I waz going to
do a team papea, Aut I juzt 'Nona" (-Cough's). ; . . Te= papea4,
they'ne peetty toning and thi4 i4 An. You get to go out . . . and you can
jiizt do it howevee you want. You know, it'4 juzt how 108 can do what we want
neateg with U. You can come up wiLh youe own &Leo/4 and tey to Leann, Like,
the moist clout thing's.

The fact is they have an ownership on this. . . . It's really theirs,
cause they've invested so much in it Even when you do a research paper,
how many research papers are done in one week or one night for a lot of
students, but not this. . . . [When] they present this, this is them they
are presenting. This represents what I'm all about, and they take pride
in that because they come to understand that, and it's very hard too in
that sense that sometimes if they don't win, it can be very, very difficult
to handle for them. . . .

We have had tears which can make you feel very embarrassed. . . . It is,
for some people, it is a very emotional time because they have invested
so much of themselves into this. And it's very hard on your self-esteem
especially for someone that age. It would be difficult for an adult who
had invested that much time and energy into something and not to win,
especially if you feel yours is just as good as somebody else's. . . .
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We came in '.'econd Lii oua ctLizion. . . . I mean we hod geen up, iike,
paactically the who& night ge/oi,e. Oh, we gotta do thids azd we gotta
do that, ycu know, ge/oae, 62 geaing aeody /o2 it, and, un, we weae jUZi.

exhawstad at the end, we didn't caile 4/ we won OA -to/5Z. lzJc juzt

wantd to get out o/ theitE and co home (iaugh6).

Oh, you Eeel absolutely 'wonderful, you really do especially if it's
someone that has really worked hard and has really grown, not only
academically but you car see character, you know traits, character traits
that you can see, have improved. . . . It gives some students so
much self-confidence, especially if you see somebody come out of their
shell. . . . And, you just see them and they're just so proud and you're
just as proud of them as they are. . . . For some of them to say, "I didn't
believe I could do this. Ttis is wonderful. I just, with all that
competition, I can't believe I've won," . . . . And that is just a
wonderful feeling, you're so happy for these kids.

I think it''s An. I had a good time. . . . I krda fraaned I'm a Aga
competitive peazon. . . . I mean VLeite'.5 'so many dVAaent way's you cam
'say thing's . . . when you thimk agout it, cauze you can jUzt do 'so many
diaeaeat thing's to get youa point acao,m.

[At the National competition] they get acquainted with kids from other
areas of the United States doing the same things and having some of the
same problems . . . and attacking that type of activity. And I've had
kids who've gone away to college and come hack and said," . . . my roommate
participated in History Day the same year I did and he was at Nationals and
we didn't even know each other. Isn't that incredible?" And knowing how
to go about doing something that requires that much research and ability
to present that information in an entertaining and informative and, you know,
accurate manner . . . so, it gives them that experience of having done
that before.

Conclusions

What:T.Have.Leatned_about_Iniide th Interviewin :

1. In-depth interviewing is time-consuming and can be tedious
2. The interviewer has to develop good listening skills.
3. The interviewer has to be flexible enough to follow unexpected

directions the interview might take.
4. Analyzing data is slow.
5. Transcribing data is slower.
6. The interviewer needs decent recording equipment.
7. You can leain a lot about a person in an in-depth interview.
8. Interviewing a teenager is quite different from interviewing an

adult.
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What I Have Learned about the Interviewees and History Day

1. Two people's experiences in the NHDP are positive, but I don't
know how much I can generalize from these experiences.

2. The student dislikes rules.

3. These two people are very active, like competition, and like
being with other people.

4. The student does not like school as a whole.
5. The teacher uses the NHDP as a supplement to the regular

curriculum.
6. The teacher uses the NHDP in honors classes only although anyone

in school may enter the Program.

7. The student wishes more of school were like the NHDP.
8. The teacher wishes she could do more in school using the NHDP

as a model and has incorporated parts of the Program into a new
course.

9. It is a lot of work for the student and teacher.

10. The teacher and student feel good about themselves in relation to
the NHDP.

Questions

1. If this Program meets the needs of teachers and students, why
doesn't it become the curriculum instead of a supplement to it?

2. Do lower ability students enter this Program? If not, why not?
3 What parts of this Program can teachers incorporate into the

regular curriculum?
4. Once students develop presentations how are they used in the

classrooms?
5. How do teachers evaluate the presentations?


